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M
any

people
have

heard
ofthe

Lost C
o

n
ti

nent
of

A
tlantis,

that
m

ythical
land

that
w

as
supposed

to
have

existed
long,

long
ago,

and
w

hich,
during

a
great cataclysm

ic
upheaval,

sank
beneath

the
w

aters
ofsom

e
unidentified

ocean.
Few

er
people,

how
ever,

have
heard

about
the

“lost
continent”

of
B

eringia,
to

som
e

a
m

ythical
land

that
disappeared

beneath
the

w
aters

of
the

B
ering

and
C

hukchiSeas
long,

long
ago.

Y
et

B
eringia

appears
to

be
very

m
uch

m
ore

real
than

A
tlantis.

For
one

thing,
w

e
know

the
loca

tion
of

B
eringia.

For
another

thing,
there

.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.

are
parts

of
it

w
hich

are
still

above
w

ater.
N

evertheless,
the

story
of

how
the

“lost
continent”

of
B

eringia
w

as
discovered

is
a

detective
story

ofthe
first

order.
Pieces

ofthe
B

eringian
puzzle

actually
existed

as
early

as
the

late
1800s.

Fossil
bones

of
extinct

elephants
called

m
a

m
m

oths
had

been
found

on
U

nalaska
Island

and
the

P
ribilof

Islands.
E

specially
in

the
case

of
the

P
ribilofs,

there
w

as
too

m
uch

open
w

ater
for

the
anim

als
to

have
sw

um
from

the
m

ainland
of

Alaska.
In

1887,
a

scientist
nam

ed
H

eilprin
com

m
ented

on
the

patterning
in

the
distribution

ofplants
and

anim
als

in
both

the
O

ld
and

N
ew

W
orlds.

H
e

observed
that

the
plants

and
anim

als
living

in
the

tropics
of the

eastern
.
.
.
.
.
.

and
w

estern
hem

ispheres
had

very
little

in
com

m
on.

Those
plants

and
anim

als
living

northw
ard

in
the

tem
perate

zone
differed

m
uch

less.
A

nd
the

plants
and

anim
als

livin
g

in
the

arctic
w

ere
nearly

identical
in

Eurasia
and

N
orth

A
m

erica.
The

idea
of

som
e

kind
ofland

link
laying

to
the

north
seem

ed
likely.

O
thers

began
to

look
tow

ard
the

shallow
ly

subm
erged

continental
shelf

in
the

area
of

B
ering

S
trait.

Then
in

1937,
a

botanist
nam

ed
E

ric
H

ultén
coined

the
term

B
eringia.

D
L

H
ultén

had
been

studying
the

geographic
distribution

of
living

plants.
H

e
noted

a
distinct

eastto
w

esttrend
line

in
high

la
ti

tude
plants

that
centered

roughly
on

the
B

ering
S

trait.
H

e
noticed

that
there

w
ere

m
any

identicalor
closely

related
species

of
plants

that
w

ere
found

both
in

Alaska
and

in
northeastern

Asia.
Som

e
of

these
w

ere
found

now
here

else
in

the
w

orld.
There

w
ere

just
too

m
any

species
to

be
account

ed
forby

som
e

accidentsuch
as

a
few

seeds
being

transported
over

reat
distances

by
.
.
.
.

R
U

$$IA

w
ind

or
birds.

D
L

H
ultén

hypothesized
that

there
m

ust
have

once
existed

a
land

lin
k

betw
een

N
orth

A
m

erica
and

Asia
in

the
vicin

ity
of

the
B

ering
S

trait,
across

w
hich

w
ere

spread
m

any
of

these
plants

and
on

w
hich

perhaps
som

e
of

them
evolved.

H
e

w
ent

on
to

hypothesize
that

during
the

Ice
Ages,

ice
free

portions
of

Alaska
served

as
a

refuge
for

m
any

of
these

plants.
To

that
hypothetical land

link,
he

gave
the

nam
e

B
eringia.

O
ther

scientists
began

to
m

ap
out the

distribution
ofthe

m
assive

ice
sheets

that blanket
ed

m
uch

of the
northern

h
e

m
i

sphere
during

the
Ice

Ages, and
to

identify
the

m
echanism

that
w

orked
to

expose
the

“B
ering

Land
B

ridge”.
In

1934,
R.

A.
D

aly
popularized

the
concept

that
sea

level fluctuated
drasti

cally
during

the
Ice

Ages.
Since

the
1940s,

m
any

scientists
have

w
orked

to
unlock

the
m

ys
tery

of
B

eringia
by

adding
pieces

to
the

puzzle.
Their

w
ork

has
sharpened

the
cla

r
ity

of
the

picture
that

w
e

form
in

our
m

inds
of this

long
lost

land.
It

is
a

picture
of

a
large

continental sized
landscape

cen
tered

in
the

vicin
ity

of
the

B
ering

S
trait.

It
stretched

from
the

M
ackenzie

R
iver

in

northw
estern

C
anada,

w
estw

ard
to

the
K

olym
a

R
iver

in
no

theastern
Asia.

It
reached

about
1,000

m
iles

north
to

south,
from

the
A

rctic
O

cean
to

the
A

leutian
Islands.

It
w

as
a

land
m

ass
that

w
as

hom
e

to
a

very
unique

array
of

plants
and

a
n

i
m

als.
A

nd
it

served
as

the
entry

w
ay

for
m

ankind
to

enter
the

N
ew

W
orld.

H
ow

ever,
m

ysteries
rem

ain.
C

onflicts
occur

over
interpreting

the
few

pieces
of

the
puzzle

that
w

e
are

lucky
to

have.
S

till,
scientists

continue
each

year
to

slow
ly

and
painstakingly

discover
and

piece
together

other
clues

that help
tell m

ore
of the

story
and

answ
er

m
ore

questions.

To
learn

m
ore

about
B

eringia,
read

The
B

ering
Land

Bridge
edited

by
D

avid
M

.
H

opkins,
or

C
rossroads

o
f

C
on tinents

edited
by

W
illiam

W
.

Fitzhugh
and

A
ron

C
row

ell.
The

N
ational

Park
Service

O
ffices

in
N

om
e

and
Icotzebue

also
offer

a
good

place
to

startyour
exploration

of
the

“lost
continent.”

A
L

A
S

K
A


